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COMMENTS AND REVIEW

Learn a Foreign Language and
Save the World
Robert C. Conard
In Europe the importance of a foreign language is taken for granted. There is
no need to convince an educated person, or one aspiring to education in a
small European country that mastery of a foreign language is a necessity. But it
is generally accepted in this country that with English in wide international
use, with this nation's single language, enormous size, and relative geographic
isolation, proficiency in a second language serves little practical purpose. A
feeling of linguistic insularity is prevalent in spite of the existence of many small
communities where foreign languages are in daily use, thousands of foreign
speaking immigrants in most of this nation's larger cities, and the flourishing
Spanish-speaking communities in New York and the South West as well as the
proximity of Mexico and French Canada.
Unfortunately much of the opposition to foreign languages in the United States
comes from a broad spectrum of the educated community. Prominent people in
education, business, and government frequently tend to be so narrow in their
view of the world as to see reality only from the perspective of their limited
experience. The often unvoiced (because it is too anti-intellectual) , but, nonetheless, communicated argument against language study is as follows: I am
successful; I manage an office, direct a company, have an important position in
government, am a teacher, a school principal, a superintendent of a school
system; I am on the board of education; I am a president of a university; I do
not know a foreign language. The journals I need are in English; the materials
in my field are quickly translated; if I travel abroad, everybody speaks English.
One is left rather defenseless in the face of this argument of personal experience.
But a valid question is how much more these talented people might have accomplished or how much more efficiently they could fulfill their vocations
had they acquired command of an additional language. This crude, materialistic
argumentation has become a fashion which is unquestionably passed from one
generation to the next as an unspoken tradition. The student realizes at an early
age that his successful father or his admired teacher has become what he is
with proficiency only in the English language. One hears, therefore, from students
that foreign language is not related to their other studies or to their daily life
and is not necessary later for their professional advancement. It is merely a
requirement for a diploma.
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Study of a foreign language in such an historic setting as exists in the United
States is obviously problematical. But the essence of the problem is in the
monolingual establishment that controls the nation's education, business, and
government. Such an establishment cannot pass on to the nation an appreciation
of something it itself does not value, understand , and has never acknowledgedthe importance of proficiency in a foreign tongue. The United States is likely
to be the only nation in the world where one can become president of the
country, president of a university, president of a corporation and speak but a
single language.
The position of the European who knows he must learn a foreign language,
because without it, he is eligible for only the most modest employment, may
soon be the position of the American as well. Firms of even limited size now
do business abroad. They must deal with foreign patents, letters , orders, bills
of lading, contracts, etc., in a foreign language, and they find it very difficult to
recruit employees with the specialized talents to work with foreign documents .
In most parts of the world the United States government is represented by
people who do not speak the language of the nation whose actions they are to
understand and interpret for the promotion of world peace. Being aware of this
problem Ambassador Chester Bowles once said, "It seems to me that language
is almost basic to understanding of other people." It is safe to add: understanding
other people is the best way to peace. Yet we still hear influential people
perpetuating the cliche: "Everybody speaks English." It is precisely the stupidity
and arrogance contained in this statement that is responsible for the growing
feeling in the world against American "language imperialism. "
Part of the problem that Chester Bowles was approaching with his defense of
foreign language as a necessary means of understanding cultural and national
dissimilarities was the awareness of the profound differences that exist in the
connotative and denotative meaning of cognate words essential to international
dialogue. World peace is in part a language problem which translation (because it is
not always communication) cannot solve. A few such examples of corresponding
vocabulary are "democracy," "individualism," and "socialism." An American wonders why the Communist calls his country a "democratic republic," for he assumes
that a democracy or a republic implies that the citizens elect their government at
the polls by a multiple party system. But the Communist believes a democracy
or republic implies choice only within a single party, that the people make
their choice, not at the polls, but within the party to which everyone can and
should belong. The American understands "individualism" to be the right of a
person to be himself, to choose his own profession, and to seek his own employment; he sees "individualism" as a part of free enterprise. To the Communist
"individualism" connotes a system of false freedom through which the majority
of citizens are exploited by wealthy individuals who control the economic
and political power of a nation. To the American " socialism" has overtones of
totalitarianism, but the Communist recognizes in "socialism" the only system
which can foster economic equality and social fairness. The necessary under-
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standing of a people and of a nation can only be accomplished through intimate
knowledge of the language by which people communicate their view of reality.
The federal government, in effect, promotes monolingualism as an accepted
norm by its vast network of military bases, embassies, consulates, and missions
throughout the world which relies on foreign nationals who know English to
accomplish its work-as a necessary practice, it is humiliating and dangerous.
The nation that sends scientists to the moon cannot send foreign speaking secretaries abroad. A leading nation in technology wallows in educational provincialism.
There is more than irony in this state of affairs; there is also a national tragedy.
In its provincialism the American system of education is failing the aspirations
of American democracy. Our political system is based on the assumption that the
·.p opulace is informed, educated enough to counter political demagoguery, 'a nd
liguistically sophisticated enough to bridge the credibility gap. For an American
to become part of such an informed citizenry, however, a knowledge of a foreign
language is necessary. One must be able to read his own as well as a foreign
press, for with the growth of technology, the capacity to manipulate public opinion
is not only a possibility, but a practiced reality. Many of the facts about the war in
Viet Nam which are now turning the American public against that war were
available in the foreign press years before they appeared in our own. A comprehension of the varieties of practicing communism, essential for an intelligent
evaluation of international politics, is obtained, not alone by the study of Marx,
but also by regular reading of communist publications. Whether neo-fascism is a
real danger in Germany or Italy can best be evaluated by reading the German
and Italian press. The schools that train our foreign correspondents also do
a great disservice to our democracy by their failure to send trained foreign
language experts into the field. When a foreign correspondent reports only what
he can learn through the English language, he is at best an inadequate correspondent
and at worst a potentially dangerous one. Command of foreign languages in
journalism is a growing need in proportion to the growing influence events
in distant parts of the globe have on our daily lives at home. The United States
government and the United States citizen wants to, and needs to have accurate
accounts of the events around the world. We Americans have insisted on
education for all as a solution to ignorance and as a bulwark for democracy, but
at the same time we have become victims of cultural myopia.
In the end it is mastery of a foreign language that permits one a point of view
other than that of American language and custom. It is knowledge of a foreign
language and culture that liberates one to see his own nation anew, and which
grants important insights into what other nations think, feel, and are. While it is
true that the more foreign languages one knows, the more cosmopolitan he is
likely to become, it is competence in a single second language that is the great
liberating step . This is not to imply that language is a panacea. It would be
unrealistic and naive to infer support for such a slogan as, "Learn a foreign
language and save the world," but as long as the problems of co-existence are in
large measure linguistic and cultural, a linguistically sophisticated population
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does, indeed, minimize the dangers of international misunderstanding.
It must be realized that the world is small and that the distances between the
continents is insignificant. Europe and Asia are already virtually our neighbors.
Summer travel to Europe is less expensive than travel from New York to
California, and vacations in Europe can be cheaper than those in the United
States. Although they are the exception, many American students are choosing
to pursue their college education in whole or in part abroad for the sake of
economy and for the educational and cultural experience of intimate contact
with a foreign country. At a point in history when travel time between nations
is decreasing and mutual dependence between nations is increasing, the American
educational system is still producing a type of narrowly educated person whose
communication is limited to English and whose effectiveness is limited to the
English speaking world. Thus, it is not in the distant future, but now, that foreign
languages should prevail in the curricula of grade schools, high schools and
colleges.
In 1941 no one dreamed that by 1945 11,453,000 American soldiers would
serve their country abroad (World Almanac 1971, p. 355, figures estimated) that
between 1950-53 another 3,700,000 Americans would serve in Korea (World
Almanac 1971, p. 352, figures estimated), that in recent years millions more
would serve in Asia, that between 1961-71 American troops would be revolving
through Europe at the rate of 417,000-300,000 per year (US News and World Report,
31 May 1971, p. 20), that similar rotations would be going on in many different
countries all over the world. No one dreamed that between 1964-69 over 9,000,000
passports would be issued or renewed by our government, with over eighty per
cent of these passport holders traveling to Europe (World Almanac 1971, p. 222).
No one dreamed of a Peace Corps working around the world or Vista workers
finding a foreign language valuable in this country to work with Puerto Ricans ,
Chicanos or even American Indians . No longer is it possible for an American
to assume he will have no need of a foreign language; no longer can he be sure
that he may not have to, or may not want to go abroad.
When the monolingual American travels abroad he is a victim of his own
ignorance. He will often pay more than necessary for what he purchases; he
will find himself avoidably delayed, nagged always by uncertainty, a prey to
frustration , and often humiliated and embarrassed. All the while monolingualism
limits him to a superficial experience of the country he visits .
It is clear: if our students ever plan to work for the government, if they ever
plan to go into industry, if they ever plan to associate with an international firm,
if they ever plan to enter a profession, if they ever plan to enter graduate
school, if they want to lead a more informed and fuller life in their own living
room, they should learn a foreign language. No matter what they choose to do
in life, a second language will enable them to do it better.
An obvious question arises at this point : "How long does one need to study
a foreign language to approach the kind of skill of which I speak?" Admittedly
it is not completion of freshman or sophomore language that achieves this level
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of proficiency, but many consecutive years of study. How many years, for
example, must one study English to reach the level of proficiency he h as at
college? His formal exposure to English began at about the fourth grade and
continued through high school and into college. How long must one study accounting to be an accountant? How long must a student pursue arithmetic and
mathematics to reach the level of his present proficiency?
It takes many years of study, as well as prolonged and consistent effort, to
master a foreign language. It is this fact that causes the student to complain that
he often works longer on elementary and intermediate foreign language than on
his major subjects. It is often this fact that causes the student to complain of the
irrelevance of foreign language. But in reality he is giving up the study of
language before its relevance is apparent. It is knowledge of this predicament
that spurred a New York Times editorialist, lamenting the state of foreign language
study in America to write: "To call irrelevant what is merely difficult is the
road to intellectual as well as national decay" (Sept. 12 , 1970).
There is no definitive answer to the question of how long one must study a
second language to attain competence, but given the conditions that prevail in
the United States, university students, whether in professional schools or in
liberal arts programs, regardless of previous knowledge (exceptions made), should
pursue a single second language for their entire four years of higher education,
while every effort should be made by business, governmental, and educational
leaders to promote the study of foreign languages in grade school through
high school.
It has been said that language is man's first and greatest invention-it is the
very mark of humanity. To understand language is, then, in a very real sense
to understand the essence of human nature. Of these humane aspects of language
I have said nothing. I have not touched upon the persuasions of literature and
culture, of aesthetics and ideas, of the value of exposure to concepts in their
original language as opposed to exposure to them in translation. But I hope that
by accepting the level of argumentation of the critics of foreign language, and
by defending foreign language with "practical" arguments, I have made some
headway in turning back the fateful tide against the study of a humane discipline
so necessary in our world.
University of Dayton
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